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Introduction

Since its establishment in 1949, NATO has functioned as a collective defense alliance aimed at
ensuring the security of its members. During the Cold War, it served as a unified front against
external threats. In the post-Cold War era, NATO expanded its role to include crisis management
and cooperative security. However, recent geopolitical developments and internal disagreements
have created pressure on alliance unity, raising concerns about fragmentation.
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Methodology

This article employs a qualitative review methodology, drawing on academic literature, policy
reports, and institutional documents from sources such as NATO publications, think tanks, and
international organizations. Data from 2018-2026 were analyzed to capture recent developments
in alliance dynamics, strategic policies, and global security trends.

NATO’s Strategic Role

NATO’s primary function is based on the principle of collective defense, where an attack on one
member is considered an attack on all. Beyond defense, NATO also plays a role in deterrence,
crisis management, and security cooperation.

Table 1: Core Functions of NATO
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Function Description Strategic Importance
Collective Defense| Mutual protection of members Core security guarantee
Deterrence Preventing aggression Stability in Europe
Crisis Management| Conflict response operations Global security role
Partnerships  |Cooperation with non-members Expanding influence

Despite these roles, the alliance faces increasing challenges in maintaining unity.

Internal Divisions Within NATO

One of the most significant challenges facing NATO is the presence of internal divisions among
member states. These divisions arise from differences in political priorities, threat perceptions,
and economic capabilities.

Table 2: Sources of Internal Division

Issue Description Impact on NATO
Defense Spending | Unequal financial contributions Burden-sharing tensions
Strategic Priorities Diftfering views on threats Policy disagreements

Political Differences|Domestic and ideological divides Reduced cohesion
Regional Focus | Eastern vs. Southern priorities Fragmented responses

For example, some members prioritize threats from Russia, while others focus on instability in
the Middle East and North Africa. These differences complicate unified decision-making.

Declining Cohesion

Cohesion within NATO has been affected by both internal and external factors. Diverging
national interests have led to inconsistent policy approaches, while changing global dynamics
have reduced the dominance of traditional alliances.

Declining cohesion is visible in:

o Disagreements over defense spending commitments
e Divergent foreign policy positions
e Reduced consensus on strategic priorities

These trends weaken NATO’s ability to respond quickly and effectively to emerging threats.

External Pressures on NATO

NATO also faces challenges from outside the alliance. The rise of new global powers, shifting
geopolitical alignments, and emerging security threats such as cyber warfare and hybrid conflict
have complicated its strategic environment.

Table 3: External Challenges
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Challenge Description Effect on NATO
Rising Powers  [Increasing influence of China and others|Strategic competition
Hybrid Threats  |Cyber and information warfare New security demands
Regional Conflicts|Instability near NATO borders Operational strain
Multipolarity Fragmented global system Reduced dominance

These pressures require NATO to adapt its strategies while maintaining unity among members.

Conceptual Figure — Alliance Fragmentation Model
Internal Divisions + External Pressures — Reduced Cohesion — Slower Decision-Making —
Declining Effectiveness

This model illustrates how internal and external factors combine to weaken alliance
performance.

Implications for Global Security

The weakening of NATO cohesion has broader implications for global security. A fragmented
alliance may struggle to deter threats effectively, leading to increased instability. At the same
time, reduced unity could encourage rival powers to challenge the existing security order.
However, NATO still retains significant military capabilities and institutional strength, which
continue to play a stabilizing role in international security.

Future Prospects

The future relevance of NATO will depend on its capacity for transformation. Key prospects
include deeper cooperation with Indo-Pacific partners, enhanced cyber and technological
capabilities, and greater strategic alignment among member states. NATO may evolve into a
more flexible network-based alliance, collaborating with regional frameworks rather than
competing with them.

Recommendations

To sustain its relevance, NATO should prioritize equitable burden-sharing, strengthen political
cohesion, and invest in emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence and cyber defense. It
should also enhance partnerships with non-member states and regional alliances to address
global security challenges more effectively.

Conclusion

NATO remains a central pillar of global security despite increasing fragmentation in the alliance
system. Its institutional strength, legal framework, and military capabilities ensure its continued
relevance, particularly in the Euro-Atlantic region. However, its long-term effectiveness will
depend on its ability to adapt to new security challenges, manage internal divisions, and
coordinate with emerging alliances. The future of NATO lies not in dominance but in strategic
integration within a broader, multi-layered global security architecture.
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Review Typology and Reporting

Review designs were classified into standard categories (scoping, umbrella, rapid, qualitative,
and mixed-methods), with reporting aligned to established guidelines (PRISMA-ScR, PRIOR,
PRISMA-RR, ENTREQ, and PRISMA/MMAT) to ensure methodological rigor and
transparency.
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